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ABSTRACT
The pursuit of inclusive education in different countries is shaped 
by the extent and the nature of existing special educational provi-
sions. We focus on two authoritarian regimes in the previous cen-
tury: Soviet Russia (USSR) with its ideology of class (proletarian 
humanism and egalitarian universalism) and South Africa with its 
ideology of race (apartheid and discrimination). We make two 
assertions on the basis of a cross-case analysis based on a policy 
historiography. First, state ideology is visible, explicit and promi-
nent in the shaping of special education. Second, the challenges of 
transitioning to a more inclusive education system are com-
pounded by the ideological legacy of these regimes. Current 
moves towards inclusive education in both countries must contend 
with these ideological legacies, and we argue for greater recogni-
tion of the role of state ideologies in international and comparative 
studies of special and inclusive education.
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Special education has a long history and is an integral part of the educational culture and 
policy of many countries. For many decades, special education has been a subject of 
debate, especially with the international trend towards inclusive education. A prominent 
aspect of this debate is the relationship of special education to inclusive education, and 
the extent to which these approaches to the education of students with disabilities1 are 
compatible (Florian 2008). The premise of inclusive education, according to the influen-
tial Salamanca Statement (UN, 1994) (2) is that ‘those with special educational needs 
must have access to regular schools which should accommodate them within a child 
centred pedagogy capable of meeting these needs’. The Salamanca Statement urges 
countries to build inclusive schools that accommodate all children, regardless of their 
differences. In doing so, the Statement acknowledges that it ‘ . . . cannot take account of 
the vast variety of situations encountered in the different regions and countries of the 
world’ (14). One of the key differences among countries that the Statement acknowledges 
is in terms of existing special education provision. Countries are identified as having 
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either well-established special education systems, or no special educational provision. We 
argue that nascent inclusive education systems do not only contend with the extent of 
existing special education provision, but the nature of this provision.
Understanding the nature of existing special education provision requires a historical 
gaze, and a recognition that special education will carry certain characteristics, depending 
on the ideological commitments of the governments of the time (Liasidou 2008). 
Tomlinson (2017) explores this in some depth in her analysis of special and inclusive 
education in the UK. She notes the charity imperative that led to ‘segregated schools for 
the feeble minded’ (34) in England in the 1800s, and the ‘punitive benevolence’ of the 
twentieth century that pursued political and economic interests to separate out ‘the 
unprofitable, educationally difficult and the disruptive’ (31). In China, legacy policies 
and practices, influenced by state ideologies, impact inclusive education. In that country, 
many disabled children remain out of school in rural areas, and inclusive schooling is not 
widely realised (An, Hu, and Horn 2018). In Samoa, cultural traditions that historically 
supported the inclusion of people with disabilities were disrupted by European colonisa-
tion. Negative perceptions of disability were introduced, and there is now a need to 
promote educational equity through inclusive education policies that acknowledge local 
knowledge and values (Duke et al. 2016). These examples, from a range of contexts, 
underscore the importance of understanding historical legacies on the development of 
inclusive education.
There is a robust body of literature that offers international perspectives cross-national 
comparisons on aspects of inclusive and special education. This comparative work, while 
offering useful ways to challenge conceptions and pose critical questions, does not always 
engage with the historical legacies that influence current policies and practices. In this 
paper, we offer a cross-case analysis of special education formulated and implemented by 
two historical authoritarian regimes, The Soviet Union and South Africa, and the impact 
this has had on current reform efforts. The research questions posed in each context are 
first, what were the key features of special education and to what extent were these 
influenced by hegemonic ideologies? And second, how have these features impacted the 
transition periods in the 1990s?
Setting the (historical) scene
We focus on the legacies of special education systems which were enacted and imple-
mented by two authoritarian twentieth century regimes – the Soviet Union (represented 
by the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR)) and apartheid South Africa. 
We use the term ‘authoritarian’ to denote regimes that do not meet the criteria for 
democracies (Wahman, Teorell, and Hadenius 2013), wherein democracies are under-
stood as political systems with accountable government, individual participation and 
political liberties (Bollen 2009). Both the USSR and South Africa during apartheid have 
been described by scholars as authoritarian regimes (Mayer 2001; Wahman, Teorell, and 
Hadenius 2013). One of the common characteristics of authoritarian regimes is their use 
of ideology to claim legitimacy (Brooker 2011). There are contradictory definitions and 
approaches to ideology (Bourdieu and Eagleton 2012). We have chosen to use Young’s 
(1990, 112) notion that ideology is where belief in an idea ‘helps reproduce relations of 
domination or oppression by justifying them or by obscuring possible more 
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emancipatory relations’. The influence of ideology on special and inclusive education is 
not new, with authors like Brantlinger (1997), Liasidou (2012) and Allan (2013) showing 
how ideological commitments position scholars, research and practice in these fields. 
Here we note the influence of state ideologies, not on scholarship, but on policies and 
their enactment in special education.
In the last century, the ideologies of Soviet communism and racial apartheid exerted 
their hegemony on education policies. In the RSFSR, the period we scrutinise begins 
with the October Revolution of 1917 and in South Africa it is the coming to power of 
the National Party in 1948 and the instantiations of apartheid as a political philosophy. 
The late 1980–1990s for both countries was a decade of dissolution of these political 
regimes and a period of a systemic transition to democracy. This also affected 
approaches to special education. The historical periods for both countries have their 
own characteristics and complexities in dealing with issues of ordinary and special 
education, but there are some similarities. In the RSFSR, the system of separate special 
institutions was ideologically formed as the full-state responsibility for education of all 
Soviet children by the Bolshevik government. Students with disabilities were divided 
into those who were deemed ‘educable’ and ‘non-educable’, and this division was 
symbolically declared within the principle of developed socialism in the Constitution 
of 1936 (Kalinnikova and Trygged 2014). The South African apartheid government 
inherited a special education system from the previous government, which was already 
skewed in favour of white students from legislation passed in 1928 and 1937. At the end 
of the 1940s, systems of special education in both countries had gone through a process 
of policy formation based on specific understandings of students’ disability and both 
countries had developed notions of who was ‘educable’, thus able to benefit from 
education and who was ‘non- or uneducable’ and not deemed able to benefit from 
education. From the late 1940s until the early 1990s, special education systems were 
entrenched by a number of laws, government regulations, orders and reports in 
a direction which was in ‘contrast to the developments experienced in West 
European countries’ (Kalinnikova and Trygged 2014). In many western countries, the 
ideas of integration and inclusion of children with disabilities into mainstream educa-
tion had become a central theme of the political agenda since the end of the 1950s 
(Isaksson and Lindquist 2015).
Parallels between the apartheid policies of the National Party in South Africa and the 
socialist policies of the Soviet Union have been drawn by Tikhomirov (1992). These 
parallels include both regimes’ reliance on political repression, the centralisation of state 
power, and the use of state organs, such as the police, to maintain order and to suppress 
resistance or opposition. Further similarities at the point of regime change are noted by 
Volkov (2005), including the international isolation experienced by both countries and 
slow economic growth that resulted from ‘internal structural tensions’. These connec-
tions suggest possibilities for generative comparisons and conversations, not least in the 
field of education. Schweisfurth (2000, 2002), for example, has shown the particular 
affordances of educational comparison between these two countries with respect to the 
impact of political reform on teachers and classrooms. The similarities of the two 
countries should not be overestimated, though, with Volkov (2005) noting that simila-
rities between the countries are superficial and that there are strong differences in ‘ . . . 
social structures, ethnic composition, and economic systems’ which make it difficult to 
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identify areas for comparison. We proceed cognisant of this, acknowledging that direct 
comparisons are not possible.
Aim, methods and materials
The aim of the study is to examine the phenomenon (which Stake (2006) calls 
a ‘quintain’) of special education during the authoritarian Soviet and apartheid regimes, 
and the transition period during the 1990s, and to make assertions (Stake 2006) based on 
the findings. To answer the research questions, we constitute the two countries as cases 
and draw on policy historiography, as described by Gale (2001) to examine special 
education in each context. Then, using Stake’s (2006) multiple case analysis, we identify 
themes across the cases in order to make assertions in response to our research questions. 
This offers the possibility of exposing historical developments that contribute to an 
explanation of what Powell (2014) calls the ‘obstinate oppression of people with dis-
abilities and disadvantages’.
Policy historiography is located within a broader critical sociological and historical 
approach to policy analysis. In the critical tradition, it is concerned with power relations 
and who is advantaged and disadvantaged by policy arrangements, demanding an 
engagement with issues of social justice and equity (Gale 2001). Furthermore, policy 
historiography allows us to engage with ‘substantive issues of policy at particular hege-
monic moments’ (Gale 2001, 154) and to ‘expose the possible relationships between the 
socio-educational present and the socio-educational past’ (Kincheloe 1991, 234). Our 
study is concerned with issues of special education policy in the ‘hegemonic moments’ of 
Soviet Russia and apartheid South Africa, and again in the policy settlements of the 
transition governments. Like Gale (2001), who used policy historiography to examine 
Australian higher education, we seek to offer an account of past events and in so doing 
show whose interests were served by the arrangements of the time. These accounts are 
then used to show how inequality was entrenched for children with disabilities, leaving 
particular challenges for current education systems in the two countries.
We report on two phases of the research. The first phase is the historical case study 
conducted in each of the two countries. The data for both cases include primary sources 
(policy documents: laws, Acts, orders, inquiries, reports, etc.) and relevant scholarly 
literature, including dissertations and theses. Table 1 indicates the primary sources 
consulted for each case. Following Hardy and Woodcock’s (2015) work on international 
inclusive education policies, the analyses engaged with the socio-political imbrication of 
special education policy ‘text’, ‘context’, and ‘consequence’. These analyses identified key 
issues or themes in each context.
The second phase, following Stake (2006) was to acknowledge that while each of the two 
cases has its own story to tell, there is a common phenomenon (quintain) across both 
cases. We analysed the findings across both cases to understand the commonalities and 
differences across the contexts and derive two ‘assertions’ (Stake2006, 41). These assertions 
represent the findings from the cross-case analysis. Each assertion is constituted by three 
themes, and together these assertions allow us to further an understanding of the ‘quin-
tain’. We assert first that state ideology is visible, explicit and prominent in the shaping of 
special education under these authoritarian regimes. This assertion is supported by three 
themes concerned with ideology: resourcing; educational science; and socio-economic 
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engineering. The second assertion is that the challenges of transitioning to a more inclusive 
education system are compounded by the ideological legacy of these authoritarian regimes. 
The themes supporting this assertion are infrastructure and human resourcing; the 
manufacture of inequality; and entrenched patterns of exclusion. Subjectivity is inevitable 
in policy analysis and it is ‘contingent on interpretation’ (Liasidou 2008, 231). The authors 
have each lived and worked in the case-study country that they report on, offering both the 
advantage of an insider perspective and an understanding of the exigencies of these 
contexts. The potential disadvantage of the limited views of an insider perspective is offset 
by the cross-case analysis and the critical interrogation of each case study by the other.
Case findings
In this section, we present a brief special education policy historiography of each country, 
showing the main policy discourses and complexities, and who benefitted from the 
arrangements of the time (Grimaldi and Serpieri 2012).
Special education in Soviet Russia and its transition to democracy
We consider this case in three time periods: before 1940; the post-World War Two period 
from 1945 until 1991; and the transition to democracy in the 1990s onwards into the 
beginning of the Twenty-first century.
Table 1. Primary sources consulted for each case.
Case Primary sources




Constitutions Constitution of RSFSR of 1918. 
Constitution of RSFSR of 1918. 
Constitution of the USSR of 1936. 
Constitution of the USSR of 1977. 
Constitution of the Russian Federation of 1993.
Education Laws Educational Law of the USSR of 1958: Strengthening the connection 
between school and life and the further development of the system 
of public education. 
On approval of a legal framework of the Unite of the SSR and the 
union republics about the public education, 1973. 
Law of the USSR 1990 ‘On the initial foundations of Social Protection 
of Disabled Individuals in the USSR’. 




Documents and Decrees of the Council of People’s Commissariats, 1919. 
School-sanitary Business in RSFSR, 1919. 
Decree of Council of People’s Commissariats of RSFSR: About 
institutions for deaf, blind and mentally-retarded children and teens, 
1926 
Instructional government guides, 1982.
South Africa Laws Act 9 of 1948 (Education of Handicapped Children) 
Act 41 of 1967 (Special Schools Act) 
Act 63 of 1974 (Mentally Retarded Children’s Training Act) 
Act 108 of 1996 (The Constitution) 
Act 84 of 1996 (South African Schools Act)
Official reports De Lange Report of 1981 (Education for children with special 
educational needs) 




White Paper Six: Special Needs Education of 2001
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Soviet order for special education (before 1940)
Special education policy in the RSFSR was formulated under pressure from the ideology 
of class-conflict, which fell within the notion of the hegemony of proletarian humanism. 
This policy declared that comprehensive and free education must be made available to 
workers and the poorest peasants (Konstitutsiya 1918). The process of policy formulation 
was further solidified within the principle of ‘socialist humanism’ in Stalin’s Constitution 
of 1936. Education was expected to develop a new and correct pedagogy and new and 
correct methods to form new human beings. New educational institutions such as 
children’s colonies and homes were established, and these became a ‘peculiar lab for 
raising an ideal citizen’ (Iarskaia-Smirnova 2011, 36). Despite the equal right to education 
for all guaranteed by the Constitutions of the RSFSR of 1918 and USSR of 1936, many 
children with disabilities were treated differently, because they were not recognised as 
‘educable’ (Kalinnikova and Trygged 2014). Since the 1920s state regulations for children 
with disabilities were administered through People’s Commissariats and their depart-
ments. This centralised the Soviet division of responsibilities among the Commissariats 
across the country, and special education as a structural component of this division 
remained specific to the USSR (Madison 1968; McCagg 1989).
Scholars note that the development of special education was influenced by two 
ideological pressures. The first occurred when the State forbade any interventions by 
the Church or other charitable initiatives. Ideological doctrine influenced the new social- 
cultural conditions of education for children with disabilities (Kalinnikova and Trygged 
2014), confining them in a closed educational context. This was later symbolically 
recognised as the ‘defectological quadrat’ by Malofeev (1997). The second pressure was 
the introduction of similar educational curricula for all school-age children with expecta-
tions of equal academic achievement for all, including children with disabilities. Equal 
academic achievement for these children was expected to be obtained with special 
teaching methods and within a longer time-frame (Dulnev 1955; UNESCO 1973; 
Zamsky 1974; Nazarova 2010). Since the 1920s, the definition of child ‘defectivity’ was 
measured by the child’s ability to follow the educational demands of curricula that 
corresponded to that offered in the mainstream (Kalinnikova and Trygged 2014). In 
situations where there was a lack of special education resources, class background was 
taken into consideration. This meant that children from poor social and economic 
backgrounds were privileged and benefitted the most from the special education system 
(Postanovlenie 1926). The goal was to prepare ‘defective children’ for working life 
(Zamsky 1974).
The Soviet state employed a ‘functional model of disability, based on a person’s 
perceived usefulness for society’ (Phillips 2011, 50). Socialist moral values and 
a rationalised humanist approach informed social and educational political goals. The 
perception and definition of child disability/defectivity within special education reflected 
a fundamental tension between ideology and science. Normality from an ideological 
point of view was seen when ‘ . . . a weak or unfortunate child’, coming under state 
responsibility, ‘ . . . could lead to . . . independent labour and a happy existence’ (Shkolno- 
sanitarnoe delo v RSFSR 1919, 275 [author translation]) and was dependent upon the 
principle of socialist humanism (Kalinnikova and Trygged 2014). In practice, this 
increased the number of special institutions by 50% during 1925–1926, and stigmatised 
the children attending them (Zamsky 1974).
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The scientific discourse of childhood disability was based on defectology. Even though 
it was never formally recognised as a scientific discipline in the Soviet Classifier of 
Sciences, defectology informed the main theoretical precepts of special education and 
became its methodology throughout the entire Soviet period (Nazarova 2008). The main 
representation of defectology in the official scientific Classifier was special pedagogy 
(Vlasova 1970). During the Soviet epoch, defectology ‘revealed the materialist explana-
tions for the emergence of defectiveness’, responding to Soviet humanitarianism and 
becoming ‘science-based knowledge with a direct involvement in the economic growth of 
the country’ (Galmarini 2012, 111). The Research Institute of Defectology [RID] of the 
Academy of Pedagogical Sciences of the USSR was established in 1943. This was a result 
of the transformation of Dr Kashenko’s private School-sanatorium for defective children, 
which had been established before the 1917 Revolution. At the school sanatorium, 
Dr Kashenko approached defectology in terms of the teaching and learning settings of 
the children (Infografika 2018). As a result, when it came to the recognition and 
development of special education within the ambit of state control, the defectological 
approach was further entrenched.
Soviet special education policies (1945-1991)
During these decades, special education faced several challenges. Due to the demands of 
World War II, children at special schools were ordered to work to fulfil the needs of the 
battle front. In practice, this meant increasing hours for education in labour, military 
physical training, and sending students to the Front (Zamsky 1974). As a result of the 
war, the number of ‘abnormal’ children grew rapidly, and the net of special institutions 
was widened. In 1958, after the XX Congress of the Communist Party of the USSR in 
1958, a new Law of Education, ‘On strengthening relations between school and life and 
further development of the system of public education in the USSR’ (Zakon [The Law], 
1958) was passed. The significant innovation of this Congress was strengthening control 
over the education of children by establishing a new type of school, called the internat. 
Internat is a type of educational institution, consisting of school and hostel, where the 
State had full responsibility for children’s basic needs and education (Defectologicheskii 
slovar 1964). These schools were deemed to be the most effective institution for educa-
tion and upbringing and were expected to create ‘builders of the new society’ and thus 
‘ . . . strengthen the role of the society and help families to bring up children . . . ’ (The Law 
of Education, 1958, section 1: 2, 5; the XX Congress 1956 [author translation]). The 
implementation of the Law (1958) resulted in the growth of special education institu-
tions, the number of which doubled during the 1950s-1960s (Zamsky 1974).
Six types of special school-internats or special boarding schools were established for 
each of the following groups of children: deaf, hearing impaired, blind, visually impaired, 
speech disordered and ‘mentally retarded’. In addition, the first special preschools were 
established (Spetsialnie 1970). During the 1960s, one new children’s home for deaf-blind 
children was set up, and special school-internats for children with additional categories 
of motor disordered and developmental delay (zaderzhka psihicheskogo razvitia) were 
established. During the 1960–70s, the first research-based results of the education of 
‘non-educable’ children were published. The ability of these children to learn was still 
measured by their ‘ability to work’ (Dulnev 1960; Vatazhina 1971; Tsikoto 1979).
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Within the period of 1970–80s the process of structural differentiation in special 
education was continued by the Educational Law of 1974, article 36 (Zakon 1974), with 
its scientific foundation based on defectology. Defectological ‘diversification’ among 
children with disabilities and the educational institutions established for each category 
continued its stratification in two directions. The first was further isolation of ‘non- 
educable’ children in social care residences and the second was increasing the number of 
separate classes in regular schools for the education of children labelled as exhibiting 
developmental delays (Kisova 2017). The Law of Education of 1974 stipulated that 
regular schools had to take responsibility for these children. Schools then devised 
different types of curricula corresponding to the categories of children’s ‘abnormalities/ 
defects’ (see Kusnetsova 1982]).
In the 1990s, the defectological approach to child disability research and practice 
transformed itself into ‘correctional pedagogy’ as a ‘new’ science concerning these 
children. The subject of defectology was moved from identifying ‘defect’ to the action 
of corrective pedagogy or correction of the defect (Nazarova 2008). The RID took full 
responsibility for this renaming, while neglecting to consider contrary opinions from the 
contemporary Russian research community. This demonstrated the power of the RID 
and its continuing ‘non-conventional’ hegemony in Russian science (Nazarova 2008).
Transition to democracy
At the beginning of the 1990s, about 1.5% of the total number of school-age children in 
Russia received special education support (Malofeev 2010, 112). The system of special 
education became more open and critically aware of its isolation from society. Various 
factors indicated the need for a consolidation of the special educational resources in the 
European part of Soviet Russia and other big cities (Nazarova 2010). These factors 
included the lack, and unequal distribution across the country, of special teachers, 
training for special education, and special education institutions for children with 
disabilities (Nazarova 2020). Existing resources met no more than 15% of the identified 
needs (Nazarova 2020). In 1990, the USSR ratified the Act on Basic Principles of Social 
Welfare for Invalids (Zakon, 1990). In 1993, after the collapse of the USSR, the new 
Constitution of the Russian Federation declared equality as a foundational platform for 
each of the Constitution’s chapters (Kotstitutsiya, 1993). Article 43 recognised every 
individual’s right to free and accessible education. In 1995, the objectives of the new law 
on special education were published, but for reasons unknown, it was rejected and the 
discussion was never initiated again (Proekt [Project], 1995). During this time, the right 
to education for children with disabilities, based on the principle of inclusion, was 
influenced by international documents including the World Declaration on Education 
for All (World Conference on Education for All 1990) and The Salamanca Statement 
(United Nations 1994). It took about 20 years more before inclusive education was 
formally legalised in the Federal Law of Education (The Law of Education 2012). This 
law emphasised the provision of accessible and quality of education for students with 
disabilities, based on educational settings adapting to individual needs (where disability is 
considered inside the larger group of students: ‘students with limited health conditions’, 
ibid, article 79). Given the federal nature of the Russian State, this Law serves only as 
a point of reference. Significant policy amendments are needed at regional and municipal 
levels to enable its implementation.
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There are many factors affecting the implementation of inclusive education in Russia. 
Nazarova (2020) observes the contradictory nature of inclusive education because of 
a mismatch between the national law regarding education, and grassroots efforts towards 
the integration of children with disparities; scepticism about inclusion in society and 
among teachers, particularly in the absence of sufficient funding; and that the ‘social, 
economic and regulatory features’ (357) of Russia demand a version of inclusive educa-
tion that is not copied from foreign models, but is adapted to Russian realities. It is clear 
that Soviet ideology and its antecedents created a pattern of special education provision 
‘within highly specialized schools and agencies on the basis that instruction . . . can be 
most effectively and efficiently provided in such settings’ (Mazurek and Winzer 1994, 
xxxii). This should have been taken into consideration in the transition to inclusive 
education. Compounding this is a mismatch between the adoption of international 
inclusive education policy at national level, and implementation at school level. The 
result is uncertainty and inconsistency and ongoing challenges in realising the right to 
quality and inclusive education for students with disabilities in Russia.
Special education in apartheid South Africa and its transition to democracy
We consider this case in three time periods: before 1948; the period of the apartheid 
government from 1945 until the democratic elections of 1994; and the post 1994 transi-
tion to democracy onwards into the beginning of the Twenty-first century.
Inherited policy settlements (before 1948)
The National Party came to power in South Africa in 1948 promising to entrench racial 
segregation through the policy of apartheid, which Giliomee (2003, 391) calls ‘a flexible 
operational ideology for Afrikaner nationalism.’ (Afrikaans was the language of the 
National Party and its supporters). Apartheid was concerned to preserve white exclu-
sivity in the belief that people should only associate with others of the same ethnic 
identity (Giliomee 2003). Segregation was not a new idea in 1948, and the education 
system by then was already segregated and unequal (Christie 1985). With respect to 
special education, the 1948 National Party government inherited Act Nine of 1948 
which related to ‘The education of the handicapped child’ (Republic of South Africa 
(RSA) 1948, Section 1). Vaughn (1967, 286) called this Act the ‘magna carta of special 
education in South Africa’. It laid the groundwork for a medicalised approach to 
separate special education for children with disabilities (called ‘handicapped children’ 
at the time).
The Act of 1948 (Section 1) defined the ‘handicapped child’ as one who deviates from 
the majority, making disability a deviant characteristic. The focus was on what the child 
cannot do (i.e. benefit from ‘normal’ instruction) and should not do (attend ‘ordinary’ 
classes because it would be harmful to ‘him’ or others). In the light of this, the 1948 Act 
made provision for ‘special schools and homes for the classes of handicapped children’ 
(RSA 1948, Section 2(1)), with the assumption that different types of ‘handicap’ 
demanded different schools. The effect of this Act, according to Engelbrecht (2006), 
was ‘legitimizing exclusionary practices, affirming the status and power of professionals 
and creating the belief amongst teachers that teaching children with disabilities is beyond 
their area of expertise’.
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Apartheid special education policies (1948-1994)
The apartheid government built on the 1948 Act with subsequent policies that secured 
special education for white children under the auspices of a separate special education 
department in conjunction with the four provincial education departments. Two pieces 
of legislation are noteworthy in this regard. First, Act 41 of 1967 provided for the 
establishment, maintenance, administration and control of special schools for white 
children (RSA 1967). The second was the Mentally Retarded Children’s Training Act 
of 1974, which provided ‘training’ for children regarded as ‘uneducable’ in various 
centres (RSA 1974). The implementation of these laws resulted in a highly fragmented 
and uncoordinated approach to special education for white children (De Lange 1981; 
Vaughan 1967).
Special education for children of other races was handled by the separate education 
departments set up for each race group and was not administered as a distinct aspect of 
education. This was secured through various Acts of parliament. In the Survey of Race 
Relations, Horrell (1974, 348) reveals that only 14 special schools existed for ‘handi-
capped African children’, serving only 1,684 pupils. Mainstreaming ‘by default’ (Donald 
1994, 14) was the experience of most black students with disabilities. They did not benefit 
from support services, including psychological services and school clinics (Donald 1994). 
Specialising in teaching students with disabilities or other support needs was not offered 
in the black universities (Skuy and Partington 1990) and remedial teaching only began to 
be offered to a limited extent in black schools in the early 1990s (Nkabinde 1993). By 
1987, the Stander Report had concluded that special education for black students was 
a ‘ . . . complex, profound, wide-ranging and multifarious problem that holds a challenge 
for creative solutions’ (xi). The result of this policy of segregating schooling by race and 
disability was that by 2001, only 20% of all children with disabilities were in special 
schools (DoE 2001).
The apartheid state’s approach to children with disabilities is characterised by 
a preoccupation with categorisation, an individual deficit approach to disability and 
the presumption of the need for separate special education. Act 41 of 1967, which refers 
to white children only, defines a ‘handicapped child’ as one ‘belonging to a category of 
children’ (RSA 1967, Section 1 (xiv)) described in a schedule of eight possible ‘handicaps’. 
The De Lange Report (1981) refers to 21 categories of ‘handicapped child’ and the 
Stander Report of 1987 lists 11 categories of ‘impairment’. Apartheid special education 
had a ‘scientific’ basis, grounded in the dominance of fundamental pedagogics and its 
subsidiary ‘orthopedagogics’. This approach, favoured in some of the Afrikaans univer-
sities, emphasised ‘the large variety of forms of child disturbances’ and considered ‘being 
different’ as ‘a fundamental category in Orthopedagogics’ (Van Niekerk 1980/2000, 
85–86). Deficit definitions of children with disabilities were in use from the early days 
of apartheid. In 1974, the term ‘mentally retarded child’ was used in legislation to refer to 
‘a child who has been exempted from compulsory education on account of uneducability, 
but who in the opinion of the Secretary is trainable’ (emphasis ours) (RSA, 1974).
Towards the end of the apartheid years, scholars like Donald (1994) shifted the focus 
of special educational need categorisation according to disability type to an acknowl-
edgement of the impact of systemic and structural conditions created by apartheid. 
A distinction was made between deficits deemed to be intrinsic to students from medical 
or organic causes and those extrinsic to students, arising from social, economic and 
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educational disadvantage, with the acknowledgement that intrinsic and extrinsic factors 
have a ‘multiplicative interactive effect’ (Donald 1994, 9). This was a significant devel-
opment, and one which enabled critique of ‘a deficient system and not a deficient person’ 
(Naiker 2006, 4). It did, however, introduce a new bifurcated categorisation of intrinsic 
and extrinsic barriers to learning which shaped policy and continues to influence 
research and practice (Landsberg, Kruger, and Swart 2019).
The key features of special education in the apartheid years were racially segregated 
education departments and schools; unequal resourcing that favoured white children (in 
special or ordinary schools); categorisation of children based on disability type, under-
pinned by the ‘science’ of orthopedagogics; and the rigid distinction between ordinary 
and special schooling. As a result, the democratically elected government of 1994 
inherited a deeply fragmented education system and had the task of reconstructing 
education in accordance with post-apartheid constitutional values of equality, human 
dignity and non-discrimination (RSA 1996a).
Transition policy settlements (1994 onwards)
The South African Schools Act (RSA 1996b) outlawed racial discrimination in schooling 
and specified conditions that would allow for inclusive education. In 1996, the Minister 
of Education and the Department of Education established the National Committee for 
Education Support Services and the National Commission on Special Needs in Education 
and Training to investigate and make recommendations about special needs and support 
in education in South Africa. Recommendations from the report of these commissions, 
as well as the Salamanca Statement (United Nations 1994) were incorporated into 
Education White Paper Six: Special Needs Education (henceforth referred to as the 
White Paper), which was published in 2001. The White Paper (DoE 2001) recognised 
that the then current education system was not inclusive of or responsive to students with 
different learning needs and proposed the building of an inclusive education system. This 
inclusive education system would offer a continuum of services from regular schools, 
full-service schools (with the capacity to meet a greater range of learning and support 
needs), and special schools, depending on the needs of the students. Special schools were 
expected to become resource centres, providing ‘specialised professional support in 
curriculum, assessment and instruction to neighbourhood schools’ (DoE 2001, 29).
There have been a number of challenges associated with the implementation of an 
inclusive education system in accordance with the White Paper (DoE 2001), and many 
of these challenges would be recognised internationally (such as teacher under- 
preparedness, resource limitations, etc.). But the nature and extent of these challenges 
are directly related to the legacy of apartheid. First, the lack of investment in schooling 
infrastructure for black students with disabilities has meant that special schools are 
mostly located in previous ‘white areas’ in the bigger cities. While residential segrega-
tion is no longer policy, most black students still live in former ‘black areas’ and access 
to special schools is hampered by distance and transport costs (Human Rights Watch 
2015). The apartheid policies also affected teacher education where little attention was 
paid to the qualifications of black teachers. The numbers of special schools for students 
with high support needs are seen to be insufficient, particularly in the rural areas, with 
long waiting lists for places in existing schools. As a result, many children with 
disabilities remain out of school. Compounding these resource and infrastructure 
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challenges are concerns that the South African inclusive education policy is internally 
inconsistent (Donohue and Bornman 2014); imposed without recognition of local 
contextual realities and constraints (Andrews, Walton, and Osman 2019); and that it 
is a western idea imposed on the country, without due regard for its own appraisal of 
educational priorities (Walton 2018).
Discussion
We make two assertions from the cross-case analysis.
Assertion 1: State ideology is visible, explicit and prominent in the shaping of special 
education under these authoritarian regimes. This assertion is supported by three themes 
concerned with ideology: resourcing; educational science; and socio-economic 
engineering.
First, educational resourcing in both cases reflects the respective ideological values and 
beliefs about in/equality. In RSFSR, the special education process identified children with 
disabilities as either ‘educable’ or ‘non-educable’, depending on their potential to fit into 
the industrial workforce. As a result, educational provision and resourcing was not 
available to children deemed ‘non-educable’. In South Africa, racist policies ensured 
that special education provision was primarily available for the minority white children 
with disabilities while the majority of children with disabilities (from other racial groups) 
was denied specialised services.
Second, in both cases state ideology and educational science coalesce for mutual 
legitimation. In RSFSR special education was grounded in the ‘science’ of Defectology 
where an interdisciplinary measurement of the ‘ability’ to become a productive societal 
member was the central determination of disability and the methodology of correctional 
pedagogy of disability as a main target of education. In South Africa, the ‘science’ of 
orthopedagogics was used to categorise and correct ‘the deviate child’ (Vliegenthart 1969, 
23) and reinforced a medicalised and paternalistic approach to disability. Fundamental 
pedagogics ensured that value judgements (that might inform critique of educational 
practice and provision) were excluded from educational research.
Finally, segregated education is validated within the broader social and economic aims 
of each state. In RSFSR, integration in the labour market was expected as a result of 
‘correction’ in the segregated educational institutions. However, access to these institu-
tions was only available to those deemed ‘educable’ and so deserving. In South Africa, 
racially segregated education was ‘part of an overall plan for the social, economic and 
political development of apartheid’ (Christie 1985, 127) and was linked to expectations of 
economic contribution by different race groups. The state did not take responsibility for 
all its children in either the RSFSR or South Africa, and justified this through ideology. 
This theme lends credence to Mazurek and Winzer’s (1994, xxii) claim that ‘The cultural 
milieu determines attitudes and practices in special education, in turn special education 
is ideologically and pragmatically supportive of and reinforces the general social milieu’.
Assertion 2: The challenges of transitioning to a more inclusive education system are 
compounded by the ideological legacy of these authoritarian regimes. This assertion is also 
supported by three themes concerned with infrastructure and human resourcing; the 
manufacture of inequality; and entrenched patterns of exclusion.
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First, infrastructure and human resource legacies are hugely challenging for the 
implementation of inclusive education. Resource constraints are known to impede 
progress towards inclusive education (UNESCO 2020). But these case-countries have 
each to contend with an additional layer of resource challenge as a direct result of the 
ways previous state ideologies had shaped special education. In both the RSFSR and 
South Africa, the geographical distribution of special education services and resources 
was uneven and unequal and disproportionately concentrated in bigger cities and towns. 
This means that these countries have not been able to pursue inclusion by transforming 
the existing system, but have had to ‘catch-up’ on the inadequate provision of the past. In 
South Africa, this has meant building additional special schools in residential areas 
previously reserved for Black people. Neither the RSFSR nor South Africa provided for 
sufficient teachers with the requisite specialist knowledge needed for teaching children 
with disabilities. This has resulted in a skills deficit which is taking time to address. In 
effect, efforts towards more inclusive provisioning have to simultaneously advance the 
ideals of inclusive schooling and address the inadequate and inequitable resource provi-
sioning of the past.
Second, there is a legacy of manufactured inequality in both cases. Inequality in both 
the RSFSR and South Africa was deliberately manufactured by each state as their 
respective ideologies were realised in educational policy and practice. As the post- 
Soviet and post-apartheid states consider moves towards more inclusive education for 
children with disabilities, they simultaneously have to overcome ‘endemic stresses’ 
(Clark, Dyson, and Millward 1998, 170) caused by a legacy of non-recognition of the 
citizenship rights of all. Russia has to recognise its citizens beyond their ‘usefulness’ to the 
industrial state and South Africa has to overcome racism. Disability is not the only 
‘regime of inequality’ (Tikly 2019) that must be addressed by the post-Soviet and post- 
apartheid states, as disability intersects with other inequalities, including race, ethnicity 
and gender.
Finally, the ‘initial conditions’ of special education inherited by the post-Soviet and 
post-apartheid governments have created ‘path dependencies’ (Tikly 2019) and 
entrenched patterns of exclusion at different levels of the education systems. These 
trajectories are difficult to change, and the ‘epistemological break’ (Osina 2015) needed 
for more inclusive ways of education is difficult to make. Because of this, there is a danger 
that previous, discredited policy ideas get re-inscribed into current reforms. 
Furthermore, the patterns of discrimination and exclusion that have been entrenched 
in these countries require bespoke responses. Uncritical policy borrowing (Liasidou 
2008) from other countries (particularly from the West) is unlikely to address the 
inequities that prevail.
Conclusion
In the two case studies, we can clearly see the impact of Soviet Russian and apartheid 
South African state ideologies on the development of special education, and hence on 
current reform efforts towards more inclusive education. We do, however, acknowledge 
the limitations of this research and our report on it. First, as we analyse special education 
through the historiography of the dominant ideological doctrines, we leave behind local 
variations of its implementation. Second, the extent of the policy and legislation during 
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the period under examination in each country means that we must be selective in what 
we report. We have thus tried to identify the core ideologically based markers of special 
education in each country. Finally, we concede that our findings cannot be taken as final, 
and that these raise issues that require further research and discussion.
The authors, now working in different countries, reflect that the visibility of the state 
ideologies and the opprobrium of these authoritarian regimes perhaps make it easier to 
trace and critique their impact on special and inclusive education. But we suggest that 
ideology is no less at play in more democratic countries, and that special and inclusive 
education policies will necessarily be shaped by the ideological commitments of the 
governments of the day. The United Kingdom serves as an example where policy 
decisions, based on the ‘ideology of austerity’ (Blyth 2013, 226), have resulted in extensive 
cuts to educational support provision for children with disabilities (Ryan 2019). We do 
not make claims that our assertions are applicable elsewhere, but do suggest that the 
influence of state ideology needs more acknowledgement in studies of special and 
inclusive education.
Note
1. We acknowledge contestations about identity-first and person-first language, and appreciate 
the merits of both. We have chosen person-first language because this is used more 
frequently in the contexts we describe. We also distance ourselves from terms used in 
historical context that are deficit orientated, discriminatory and offensive.
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